Ron Hansen Interview by Hansen, Ron
CutBank 
Volume 1 
Issue 27 CutBank 27/28 Article 34 
Fall 1986 
Ron Hansen Interview 
Ron Hansen 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cutbank 
 Part of the Creative Writing Commons 
Let us know how access to this document benefits you. 
Recommended Citation 
Hansen, Ron (1986) "Ron Hansen Interview," CutBank: Vol. 1 : Iss. 27 , Article 34. 
Available at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cutbank/vol1/iss27/34 
This Prose is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks at University of Montana. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in CutBank by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks at University of Montana. For more 
information, please contact scholarworks@mso.umt.edu. 
83
Are You N ow or Have You Ever Been 
A Member of the Com
an interview w ith R on H ansen  conducted  by S tephanie V aughn  (Ithaca, New York, 
Spring, 1986), w ith an in troduction  by B ronw yn Pughe.
Ron H a n sen ’s la test book, T H E  
S H A D O W M A K E R , is a children’s novel 
forthcoming this year from Harper and Row. It 
is an ironic parable of self-image and fantasy not 
limited to an audience of children at all. But 
Hansen is best known for his pair of historical 
novels, T H E  A SSA S SIN A T IO N  O F JESSE 
JA M ES BY T H E  C O W A R D  RO BERT 
FO R D  (A lfred A . K nopf, 1983), and 
D ESPERADOES (Alfred A . Knopf, 1979), for 
which he also wrote the screenplay. He has 
published numerous stories, essays and reviews 
in such nationally recognized magazines as T he 
A tlan tic  M onth ly , M SS, Esquire, R u n n er’s 
W orld, T he Iowa Review, T he W est C oast 
Review of Books and Private Pilot. His story,
“Can I Just Sit Here For A  While?,” was 
anthologized in the collection, M A T T E R S O F 
LIFE A N D  D E A T H , edited by Tobias Wolff.
Ron Hansen has taught at the University of 
Iowa, at Stanford and Cornell. He has also served 
as a visiting professor to Breadloaf and the San
Miguel de Allende Writers' Conference. His numerous awards include the Penthouse N ew  Writers 
Short Story Contest, a Shane Stevens Fellowship, an N E A  Literature Fellowship and a 
PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction nominee for T H E  A S SA SS IN A T IO N  O F JESSE JAM ES 
BY T H E  C O W A R D  R O B ERT FORD.
In addition to making his current living and success as a writer, Hansen has also worked as 
a live-in babysitter for John Irving’s children and a travelling textbook salesman for Knopf. During 
his tenure as a salesman he was able to complete D ESPER A D O ES with the inspirational and 
informational help of K-M art bookshelves.
Ron Hansen has a unique grasp on the place of commerciality in the writers’ world. He is 
able to combine this with art, history, personal background and a variety o f interests.
CutBank is fortunate to have Stephanie Vaughn interviewing Ron Hansen.
Ron Hansen photo by Margo Davis
Bronwyn Pughe
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SV: W hat attracted you to the Dalton gang as a subject for fiction?
RH: Basically, I was looking for stories I th o u g h t I could sell. I th o u g h t the  D altons were 
exciting—there was rom ance, bank  robberies, plenty of activity. N o tim e for rum ination .
SV : You actually set out to write a novel that would sell?
RH: I d idn’t w ant to write the kind of stories I saw people at Iowa [Iowa W riters’ W orkshop] 
writing. I d id n ’t w ant to  write au tob iography—th e  k ind of story in w hich som eone looks 
ou t at the  w orld for a very sh o rt tim e and  th en  spends the  rest o f the  novel looking 
inside. Young w riters are usually self-absorbed. T hey  spend a lot of tim e getting in touch  
w ith w ho they are and  th en  w rite only abou t them selves. T hey  w rite abou t them selves 
because they haven’t yet learned th a t their best material is going to  be about o ther people.
SV: Do you dislike a novel when you perceive it as autobiographical?
RH: N o, in fact, m any of the  books I adm ire are au tobiographical or are m em oirs—A 
Fan’s Notes, Stop-time, m any of Jo h n  L’H eureux’s novels and  stories. John  Irv ing’s novels 
strike me as autobiographical.
SV: You were a babysitter for John Irving’s children.
RH: I rented a basem ent room from him w hen I was a student at Iowa and he was teaching 
there, so I becam e a live-in babysitter for his sons, and  now we’re good friends.
SV: You have an access to his life, then, that allows you to see where his fiction is autobiographical? 
I ask because I always think of Irving as a wild inventor—a fabulist.
RH: W hat he does brilliantly  is take elem ents o f au tob iography  and  exaggerate them  
to  such an  ex ten t th a t they  becom e fiction. For exam ple, he grew up at Phillips Exeter 
A cadem y where his father was a teacher, he was a wrestler in high school, he got m arried 
young and w ent to  live in V ien n a—all of those things happen  to his characters. O r I 
rem em ber an  inciden t in The World According to Garp, a story w ith in  the  story, in w hich 
there  s an accident involving a bow ling ball. W hen  John  was at Exeter, there  was indeed 
a d inner party , there  was an accident outside, a car was overtu rned , and  inside were 
a m an and  a bow ling ball. In Garp, John  has m ade the  inciden t comic w hen it was in 
fact very tragic. It always enrages John  when readers say th a t he writes autobiographically, 
because th a t seems to  undercu t the  purely im aginative qualities of his work. O f course 
any w riter rem em bers best the  parts he has w holly invented .
SV : Have you never written autobiographically?
RH: My M aster s thesis at Iowa was titled No Cares Have I to Grieve Me. It was a series 
of connected  stories starring  Jack Baker [laughs]. T hey were based on  my ow n life from 
the  ages of twelve or th irteen  to  g raduation  from  college.
SV: W hat became of those stories?
RH: They re still in a book I have upstairs. I took the m anuscript and had it bound  because 
I knew th a t was the  only surviving form it was going to  be in.
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SV: Is there none of you in the Daltons or Jesse James or Robert Ford or Eugenia Moore?
RH: Well, yes, th e re ’s a lot. W hen you invent a villainous character, you give him  your 
own most evil characteristics, and when you work with heroes, you give them  the qualities 
you would like to have o ther people perceive in you.
SV: What made you look for stories that would sell?
RH: M any discouraging attem pts at selling stories and having them  rejected. Realizing 
th a t the problem  probably was no t in the writing bu t in the stories. C oncluding th a t 
my prose style was really just an effort to  mask th a t I d id n ’t have a story.
SV: A nd how did you choose the Daltons?
RH: I happened to  be in a K -M art check-out line, and I picked up a paperback about 
the D alton gang. T he facts were so interesting th a t I though t m aybe I could fictionalize 
the people. I was especially entranced  by the ending. Em m ett D alton lives until 1937, 
becomes a screenwriter in H ollywood, and then  goes back to Coffeyville, K ansas, just 
before his death , and people who shot at him in 1892 shake hands with him even though 
he had tried to  kill them . I though t there was som ething peculiarly A m erican about th a t 
tale and th a t it deserved telling. I had originally planned to  write it as a short story bu t 
it got too big. O f course, if I had come across a book in th a t K-M art about Dillinger, 
I might have w ritten  about Dillinger.
SV: Where was this K-Mart which we should now enshrine?
RH: [Laughs.] Columbus, Nebraska. I was working for my brother-in-law as a housepainter 
and general facto tum —screwing in lightbulbs and th a t sort of thing.
SV: Was that after you left the Writers’ Workshop?
RH:-Yes.
SV: I thought that you told me once that you wrote Dsperadoes on the road when you were 
a textbook salesman for Knopf.
RH: I did. In Nebraska, I outlined the story and put it away. T hen I got a job as a salesman. 
W hen I was on the  road, I was working on  a story about a guy w ho heists a plane. T he 
words I kept pu tting  in his m outh  d idn ’t sound as if they belonged in the  20th C entury . 
T hey belonged in the 19th C entury . So I realized th a t I was writing ahead—I was 
unconsciously th ink ing  about the  novel. So I w rote on  the  top of a piece of paper: 
DESPERADOES: A  N O V E L  B Y  R O N  H A N SE N . A nd  th a t was the beginning.
SV: You kept writing as you drove with your textbooks from university to university?
RH: Yep, I did it while I was living in motel room s. I’d get done w ith the day, go for 
a run , have d inner, then  write from about seven to ten. In some ways it was the  ideal 
job to have while writing a book. I d idn ’t know anybody in those tow ns. I d id n ’t even 
have the phone ring.
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SV: What towns were those?
RH: Q uincy, Illinois. M acomb. C arbondale. Mostly small tow ns in Illinois and Indiana. 
St. Louis.
SV: Not Coffeyville, Kansas? You never got to the territory you were writing about?
RH: After I’d w ritten for a while, I took a vacation and w ent to Coffeyville. I visited 
museums and acquired whatever I could. Books, photos, memories of w hat the area looked 
like.
SV: W hat’s the difference between that K-Mart book which gave you the idea and Desperadoes, 
the novel you wrote?
RH: The Dalton Gang provided me with an outline—with a chronology of events. All 
of that was available in newspaper accounts from the time. The book tha t was most helpful 
to me was Em m ett D alton ’s book, When the Daltons Ride. My sense of w hat the  people 
looked and spoke like comes from Emmett.
SV: What attracted you to Jesse James?
RH: T hat was as m uch an accident as the D alton  gang book.
SV: Another K-Mart experience?
RH: [Laughs.] Having just w ritten Desperadoes and having done a lot of reading for it, 
I knew a lot about Jesse James already. T hen  I was asked by Bill Kittredge to contribute 
to a special issue of Triquarterly on  the A m erican West which he and Oakley Hall were 
editing. So I wrote back to Kittredge and said sure, I’ll do a story about the assassination 
of Jesse James and w hat the consequences were. Weeks later, I wrote Bill and said the 
story was coming slowly and pu t off the deadline. Finally, I had  to write him and tell 
him I d idn’t have a story, but I did have a novel. T ha t was a great issue of Triquarterly, 
by the way. There was a great story by Richard Ford and a great story by David Q uam m en 
and a great one by Toby Wolff. I’m sorry I missed being in it. [Pauses.] A fter you finish 
a novel there’s a residue of feeling you had when you were writing the book bu t you 
have nothing you can do with th a t feeling. O ne way to exorcise it is to sit dow n and 
tell another story with tha t feeling, and th a t’s w hat happened to me with The Assassination 
of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford. I had a flip-side of the  D alton gang story to 
tell. It’s almost as if the two books are twins. T he bright side of the  outlaw story and 
the darker side.
SV: You’re a twin yourself. An identical one.
RH: [Laughs.] Let me re-phrase th a t last sentence. It’s almost as if they’re paired. 
SV: Is your next book going to be part of a pair?
RH: O h , it might.
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SV: What is the next book?
RH: I have a novel in the works about an old cattlem an who goes down to Mexico to 
discover w hat has happened to his son who seems to have comm itted suicide.
SV: Is the book set in the 19th Century?
RH: O h, no, I’m done with the 19th C entury for a while. This one is set in the present.
SV: Have you had any trouble working with historical documents? Do you ever feel limited 
by chronology or trapped by a fact?
RH: Yes, it’s m uch harder to write a historical novel. There are all sorts of scenes you’ve 
never experienced tha t you have to experience in your imagination.
SV: What do you do when you come up against a fact you have to use but don’t want to?
RH: M uddle through. O ne of the problems with the historical novel is tha t they are 
always going to have to have dead scenes in them . Scenes not compelled by spontaneity.
SV: What did you do when you thought you had a dead scene in Desperadoes or Jesse James?
RH: Tried to cut them all or finesse them somehow. Sometimes I wrote a scene in dialogue 
and when it d id n ’t work, I tried to fall back into narration  and rely on indirect discourse 
and exposition. Sometimes in the Jesse James book, there was so much historical 
corroboration tha t I had to have James speak lines tha t I couldn’t even get my own mouth 
around. I’d try to  tiptoe around them by saying tha t Jesse was putting on airs or just acting.
SV: Next February, Harper &  Row is publishing your children’s novel called The Shadowmaker. 
How did you make the leap into children’s books?
RH: I guess I was always interested in them . W hen I was babysitting for Irving’s kids, 
I read them  stories, and I also read stories to my nieces and nephews when I was home 
in Nebraska. I always thought tha t they were a wonderful outlet for a kind of looney 
sense of humor. They were so relaxing and fun to read tha t I thought it might be relaxing 
and fun to write one, and it was.
SV: Would you mind revealing ahead of the publication date what The Shadowmaker is about?
RH: Well, it’s about a little m an who comes into a town and tries to sell people things, 
but they’re completely happy and do n ’t need to buy anything. So then  he decides to 
open a store selling shadows. He gets the townspeople into his store and convinces them 
tha t their own shadows are puny and paltry and do n ’t really reflect who they are. People 
start buying new shadows. T he mayor buys a king’s shadow and so on. Pretty soon the 
shadows take over the town and tu rn  it into night. The problem is tha t the shadows 
don ’t work very well. A person who bumps into a ba th tub  will hear a clanging sound. 
O r a person walking along a building finds tha t his shadow folds up against the building 
wall and w on’t straighten out. T he heroine of the story is a little girl named Drizzle who 
discovers tha t T he Shadowmaker is a Wizard.
SV : John Gardner was one o f the people you dedicated your last book to. How did you get 
to know him:'
RH : I knew  him  as a w riter first. I read  Grendel an d  The Sunlight Dialogues an d  was so 
taken  w ith them  I read all o f his stuff. I finally m et him  w hen I had  a fellowship at Breadloaf. 
W e got a long well, an d  th e  n ex t year at B read loaf I was his assistan t. H e read  th e  first 
p a rt o f Jesse James an d  was very encourag ing . I was his assistan t again th e  follow ing year. 
Eventually he read all o f th e  book  I h ad  w ritten, up to  his death  in  th e  m otorcycle accident. 
T h e  year he was killed, 1982, I saw him  again a t B read loaf in A u g u st an d  was p lan n in g  
to  m ake a trip  th e  nex t m o n th  to  B atavia an d  R ochester for his w edding to  Susarr 
T h o rn to n . In stead  I m ade th e  tr ip  to  his funera l. [Pauses.] H e was a very fla tterin g  an d  
very acu te  critic. H e m anaged  to  m ake you feel like a genius. H e w ould  use w ords like 
“goofy” an d  “s tu p id ” an d  “w acky” to  describe y our w ork b u t you w o u ld n ’t feel offended. 
H e h a d  a ch arm  a b o u t h im  th a t  m ade you feel he  m igh t m ake th a t  p a rticu la r  m istake 
in his ow n  w riting  th a t  he h ad  p o in te d  o u t as a flaw in your w riting . H e was w onderfu lly  
enco u rag in g  a b o u t your w ork an d  a b o u t th e  w rite r’s life.
SV : You were a student in the Iowa W riters’ Workshop and have taught writing at Stanford, 
Michigan, and Cornell. W hat do you have to say about the workshop experience in general?
RH: You have to  ap p ro ach  w o rkshops w ith  a degree o f skepticism . Y ou h av e  to  be a 
co n tra rian . You have to  go against th e  received wisdom . O ver a twelve year period a ro u n d  
w orkshops, I’ve seen th a t th e re ’s generally a k ind  o f w riting th a t ’s approved  in w orkshops 
in a given p e rio d —th e n  th a t  changes, an d  so m eth in g  else is ap proved . People n o t given 
to  a particu la r k in d  o f w riting  a t a p a rticu la r tim e are n o t rew arded  in w orkshops. O ften  
an  ind iv idualized  voice will be seen as p ecu liar—a n d  it is peculiar.
SV : W hat did you get out o f your two years as a workshop student?
RH: M ostly  a sense o f th e  d iscip line a n d  d ed ica tio n  you need to  be a w riter. I learned  
a b o u t lots o f  peo p le ’s m eth o d s o f  w riting  an d  w h a t th e ir first d ra fts  looked like an d  w h a t 
cou ld  be d o n e  to  im prove th o se  drafts an d  how  I cou ld  im prove  my ow n drafts . W h at 
any w o rkshop  affords th e  s tu d e n t is a sense o f su p p o rt an d  collegiality. E v ery o n e ’s do ing  
th e  sam e th in g , an d  it ’s approved .
SV : If you were interviewing yourself and asking a question, what would it be?
RH: A re  you now  or have you ever been  a m em ber o f th e  C o m m u n is t Party?
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